surprising that representations of it in twentieth-century German culture constitute a richly rewarding field of study. Their understanding may inform debates about the future and be of more than merely national significance. Paradoxically, though, as we shall see, the term 'ecocriticism' has no direct German equivalent, and the approach it denotes has yet to develop beyond the status of a marginal phenomenon in German literary and cultural studies.
The ecocritical approach
If the looming threat of our eventual exhaustion of the accessible reserves of natural resources, and particularly of primary energy sources such as fossil fuels, arouses less public anxiety today than thirty years ago, climate change and economic growth in developing countries are nevertheless slowly beginning to change perceptions of the conditions of human and non-human life on the planet. The environmental consequences of global warming may be unevenly distributed, but they seem set to pose one of the most serious challenges to governments, societies and individuals across the world in the twenty-first century. Environmental issues are, however, as Lawrence Buell notes in The Future of Environmental Criticism, not merely the property of the biological and environmental scientists, engineers and public policy experts around whose disciplines university programmes in Environmental Studies are generally built: they are also cultural concerns. Environmental crisis is at bottom an epistemological problem, a consequence of false premises and inappropriate thought patterns. The disentangling of such thought patterns might be considered to be, in the first instance, the subject of philosophy. But the humanities -history, cultural studies in the wider sense, literature, film, the history of art, education and media studies, sociology and cultural geography, religion and psychology -all have a part to play in meeting the challenge (Buell 2005: vi) . Conceptualisation and discursive argument are in practice inseparable from vision, imagination and cultural tradition. Technological breakthroughs and legislative reforms are generated by and take effect on the back of transformations of environmental values, perception and will -and story, image and artistic performance are crucial factors in this process of transformation (ibid.). The description, critical analysis and evaluation of these last, drawing on the resources of aesthetics, ethics and cultural theory, is the domain of environmental criticism. 3 In America, 'ecocriticism' has become a widely accepted umbrella term for the environmentally oriented study of literature and the arts, and for the theories that underlie such critical practice. However, the environmental 'turn' in cultural studies has been no unitary event, and ecocriticism neither constitutes a single coherent theory of literature or culture, nor possesses a special methodology. Employing the normal tools of the trade and augmenting them with others eclectically derived from a range of disciplines, it has nevertheless arrived at significant new insights: ecocriticism has foregrounded neglected subgenres from nature writing to ecological science fiction, explored environmental subtexts in canonical works, and identified or reinterpreted significant thematic configurations such as pastoral and ecoapocalypticism.
The ecocritical approach is not necessarily rooted in a perception of crisis in the sense of impending global environmental collapse, but it is driven by concern about the unviability of our current treatment of the natural environment in the longer term, and by conviction of the need for an ongoing reexamination of our underlying attitudes towards nature. Above all, it participates in the forces of resistance to the prevailing dualism of nature and culture. In the early modern period, Francis Bacon and René Descartes severed the human from the non-human, and determined their relationship as one of possession and mastery, thus laying the groundwork for attitudes responsible for environmental damage and reckless resource consumption today.
As a post-Marxist issue-driven approach, ecocriticism parallels Feminism, Gay Studies and Postcolonialism. Its special preoccupation with nature and environment complements and vies for precedence with their concern with the cultural transmission of inequalities of gender, sexuality and race. It differs from them, of course, in that while literature can speak for nature, as it can on behalf of silenced or disempowered social groups, writers cannot speak as nature or non-human animals. They can, however, in Buell's words, speak "in cognisance of human being as ecologically or environmentally embedded" (ibid. 8). Ecocritics then typically share a common ethical commitment (whether or not this is accompanied by political engagement), tend to subscribe to a holist approach, and are united in their special concern with how artistic representation envisages human and non-human webs of interrelation. In the late nineteen-eighties Cheryll Glotfelty, a PhD student whose work on American women writers had led her to focus her attention on research into literature about the relationship between humankind and the natural environment, began a networking exercise which meant that, for the first time, scholars researching local writers in Western America and the tradition of non-fictional nature writing became aware of their common interests with literary historians re-examining canonical writers such as the Transcendentalists, Thoreau and nineteenth-and twentieth-century nature poetry from an ecological perspective. Her Ecocriticism Reader (Glotfelty and Fromm 1996) was to reprint articles reflecting on the mutual relevance of literature and ecology which had appeared in journals since the sixties, together with a range of recent studies of American nature writing and an annotated bibliography.
Meanwhile the foundation of ASLE (the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment) at a meeting of the Western Literature Association in 1992 marked the start of the new phase of ecocritical activity. ASLE's mission is "to promote the exchange of ideas and information about literature and other cultural representations that consider human relationships with the natural world". It seeks not only to facilitate traditional and innovative approaches to all cultural representations of nature, including collaboration with "environmental historians, economists, journalists, philosophers, psychologists, art historians and scientists", but also to encourage new nature writing by fostering contact between scholars and environmentally engaged writers, photographers, painters, musicians and film makers.
Last but not least, it aims to promote the incorporation of environmental concerns and awareness into pedagogical theory and practice. 4 The Association, which has over a thousand members, organises biennial conferences which are attended by a broad cross-section of people interested professionally or personally in literary and cultural representations of nature, and publishes the six-monthly journal ISLE
(Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment).
In the US, nature writing has played a central role in literary tradition, and national identity has been decisively shaped by the combination of two distinct, almost diametrically opposed outlooks on nature: the heroic narrative of conquest and civilisation of the continent's west, and idealisation of the New World's pristine landscapes as the sublime site of moral purity, contrasting with European corruption.
Ecocriticism in Britain has a lower profile. However, the Marxist critic Raymond
Williams's book The Country and the City (1973) was a significant source of inspiration for environmentally oriented study of the English literary tradition.
Jonathan Bate's Romantic Ecology. Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition
(1991) was the first full-length study to adopt an explicitly ecocritical approach.
Announcing a move from red to green, Bate challenged the assumption among critics since the sixties that the Romantics' preoccupation with nature could be dismissed as political escapism, and argued that Wordsworth's supreme achievement lay in his insight into the human condition as being at once a part of nature and set apart from it.
He drew attention to the poet's envisionings of a rural community living in harmony with the natural environment, and to those parts of his work which reflect an intimate knowledge of the topography and people of the Lake District. 
Environmental concern and cultural pessimism: ecologically oriented literary and cultural studies in Germany
Environmental concerns may feature less prominently in private and public life in and Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker's Bewußtseinswandel (1988) In Hartmut Böhme's paraphrase of Adorno, landscape adapted to human dwelling can be the "experience of a past which never existed, but which nature, if it could wish, would bear in itself as a promise for the future". 20 Art, which is conceived of as a 'translation' of the 'non-conceptual language' of nature, 21 is witness to the possibility of a harmonious relationship with the natural environment:
Wohl 'Nature', the Grohs correctly observe, is epistemologically a chameleon, adopting the colour, i.e. the predispositions and ideology, of the viewer (p. 96).
Historically speaking, they point out, the aesthetic experience of nature has followed shifting patterns of interpretation (p. 108). Over the centuries, it has been dictated by If 'epistemic anthropocentrism' (i.e. acknowledgement that our access to the world is necessarily mediated by human concepts, perceptions and methodology) has been recognised as inescapable since Kant, and nature can no longer seriously be conceived of as a unified whole or an intrinsic good, it follows that it cannot serve as an ethical norm or aesthetic paradigm. Natural beauty cannot logically, the Grohs claim, provide the foundation for an ethic of protection of nature which the Böhmes seek in it: this must rather be found in a progressive extension of modern ethics based on the autonomy of the subject, by means of which moral responsibility embraces not only the self and other human actors, but also non-human nature. 23 They dismiss as 'sentimental self-deception' Gernot Böhme's argument that the recognition of our relatedness with nature which results from aesthetic experience will automatically lead to an attitude of sparing (p. 128). Physiocentric thinkers, the Grohs observe critically, tend to see the solution to environmental problems less in conscious, ethically motivated action than in a shift in behaviour resulting automatically from a feeling of corporeal union with the 'whole of nature'. What is needed is, however, rather an enlightened, self-reflecting anthropocentrism, and a critical analysis of the reasons for our blindness to the destruction of the environment through technology.
Even moderate physiocentrists like the Böhmes reduce humans to sentient and passive natural beings, ignoring the active interpretation of our feelings by reason and culture.
In depriving them of autonomy, they also deprive them ultimately of responsibility for their actions (pp. 138f.).
The Romantic attempt to compensate for the loss of the holistic unity of knowledge which resulted from the freedom and autonomy gained by the subject in the Enlightenment, and its revival by ecocentric thinkers are thus no more than a nostalgic quest for lost authenticity and wholeness in nature through subjective Literature is the classical medium of cultural ecology in that it has staged and explored, in ever new scenarios, the consequences of prevailing and alternative value systems and conceptions of human and non-human 'nature'. However, the culturalecological function of literature goes beyond this immediate thematic concern with the environment. It also embraces the special structures and functions of literary textuality, as it has developed in relation to other forms of textuality in the course of cultural evolution. For "imaginative literature transforms conceptual, logocentric processes into energetic processes, and thus acts like an ecological force within the larger system of cultural discourses" (ibid.).
Since its divergence from linear, progress-oriented technological and scientific discourse in the eighteenth century, literature, with its holistic world models, has then taken on two important ecological functions. First, in terms of content, it has become a sensorium and imaginative sounding board for hidden problems, deficits, and imbalances of the larger culture, as a form of textuality which critically reflects and symbolically articulates what is marginalised, neglected, repressed or excluded by dominant civilisatory power structures, but is nevertheless of vital importance for an adequately complex account of humanity's existence within the fundamental culturenature-relationship. 2 The word 'ecology' did not at the time possess its current cultural, political and public policy meanings. It referred to a minor branch of botany and zoology concerned with the individual organism's relationship with its environment, rather than interdependent relationships between species in symbiotic communities, let alone the study of the impact of pollution on public health and biotic diversity. Only since the Second World War has 'ecologism' come to designate the philosophy and political ideology promoting a non-anthropocentric view of nature with which it is perhaps primarily associated today.
3 Greg Garrard writes similarly: in our age of "expropriation of the senses" (the phrase is taken from Ulrich Beck), we suffer from an alienation deriving from the disjunction between official estimates of risk and any conceivable lay assessment based on personal experience. Therefore ecocriticism has an important function to perform alongside science: revealing the cultural reasons why we think about environmental and technological risks in particular ways, and promoting educated critique in place of ignorant paranoia (2004: 11f.). 4 See the Association's homepage <http://www.asle.umn.edu/index.html>. This is a powerful resource which includes links to introductory articles on ecocriticism, bibliographies, syllabuses, the Association's newsletter and handbook for prospective graduate students, details of a mentoring programme and an email discussion list. 5 In a sharp critique of ecocriticism as the work of scholars who "would rather be hiking", and who tended to use the traditional author-work approach, focusing on particular landscapes, periods or genres, Michael Cohen has similarly cautioned against the fashion for 'narrative scholarship' (the blending of criticism with creative writing, juxtaposing literary analysis with meditative reflection in a semi-autobiographical narrative framework), and ontological naivety (seeking hope and comfort in the texts examined, and subscribing to an implicit historical perspective of the development of ever finer environmental consciousness) -Cohen 2004: paragraphs 60-70.
